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ADVERTISEMENT. 


| Tue following concise Enquiry into the Genuineness 
of a scarce Tract, ascribed to the celebrated William 
Prynne, is merely drawn up for gratuitous circulation 
among those of the writer’s Friends who are inte- 
rested in tracing the historical progress of the Eng- 
lish Drama.—Prynne’s ‘* Histrio-Mastix’’ is well 
known, but the “ Retractation,” which was published 
in his name, of the principles advanced in that work, 
is of such great rarity, as altogether to have escaped 
the research of the industrious author of the “‘ Poe- 
tical Decameron.’’—Prynne’s ‘‘ Vindication’ is yet 
more rare :—it is hoped, therefore, that this reprint 
of both pieces will prove a welcome treat to the 
| Dramatic Historian. 


EDWARD WEDLAKE BRAYLEY. 


Islington, June 9th, 1825. 
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PRYNNE’S ‘© RETRACTATION, A FORGERY. 


Shortly before the decapitation of Charles the 
First, there was published a small quarto tract, of eight 
pages, purporting to be a “‘ Retractation,” by Prynne, 
of the arguments which he had previously advanced 
against the Stage, in his Histrio-mastix. The tract 
is so extremely scarce, that it must afford consider- 
ble gratification to many, to see a /iferal reprint of 
the same, which is here given from a copy preserved 
among the King’s pamphlets in the British Museuin. 


Mr. William Prynn. His Defence of Stace Puays, 
ina Retractation of a former Book of his called 
Histrio-Mastix. London, printed in the year 1649 
‘««Whereas this T'yranicall, abominable, lewd, schisma~ 

ticall, heriticall Army, are bent in a wilfull and forcible 

way to destroy all Lawfull Government; and to com- 
passe those ends, have lately infringed the Priviledges of 

Parliament, being a thing contrary to all Customes, 

Laws, Statutes, Examples, Precedents, and precepts, as 

I have at large discoursed in my last book, and brought 

a whole army of proofs against them, (Origen, Philo 

Jud. Turtullean, Lanctantius, Eusebius, Ambrose, 

Gregory, Augustin, Cyprian, Hieronimus, Baselius, 
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Nazianzan, Athanasius, Chrysostomus, Barnard, Tho. 
Aquinas, Hook Eccl. Calvin) for it is edsie to be 
proved by the Fathers and all Christian writers, That 
Authority Lawfull is to be obeyed ; I cannot yet be silent 
in a thing of so great moment, but must make known to 
the People of England, and to all the world, to all sorts 
of men, nay, to men and Angels, those exorbitant courses 
in which they persist still; it is not long ago, and there- 
fore too lately to be so soone forgotten, how Colonel 
Pride and diverse others of the Army did stop the Members © 
of Parliament from doing of their duty ina most forcible, 
unlawfull, seditious, mutinous, unexampled, and unpar- 
rallel’'d way. Among the multitude of faithfuil Patriots 
and Parliament men, they seized also upon me, conveyed 
me away by force, and restrained me of my liberty, for 
no offence, but onely endeavouring to discharge my con- 
science, which is a thing I shall allwayes do, without 
fearing any man, any arm of flesh, any Potentacie, Pre- 
lacy, superintendency, or power terrestial or internall ; 
and have done, witnesse my oiten sufferings from the 
Court, from the Lords, and from the Prelates, when I 
durst maintain the truth without fear of either King, 
Lords, Prelates, Presbyterians, or Independents. But 
[let this passe, having already at large written about 
that injurie; but now there is another fresh occasion 
which hath excited my just indignation against this 
wicked and Tyranicall Army, they did lately in a most 
inhumane, cruell, rough, and barbarous manner take away 
the poor Players from their Houses, being met there to 
discharge the duty of their callings ; as if this Army were 
fully bent, and most trayterously, and maliciously set to 
put down and depresse all the King’s Friends, not onely 
in Parliament, but in the very Theatres ; they have no 
care of Covenant, or any thing else, but being most feedi- 
fragous, would deprive the King. of all his Rights and 
Prerogatives, which they are bound by the Covenant to 
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maintain; and was it not alwayes an allowed Preroga- 
tive to Kings and great Princes to have Players for their 
Recreations, which I am verily perswaded they are as 
little able to answer for, considering their Covenant, as 
for their other illegal action towards us in Parliament. 

But now I know what the malicious, ill-spoken, cla- 
morous, and obstreperous people will object against me ; 
namely, That I did once write a Book against Stage- 
Play, called the Histrie-Mastix, for which I underwent 
a cruel sentence in the Star-chamber. I confesse it is 
true, I once did so, but it was when I had not so cleer a 
light as now I have ; and it is no disparagement of any 
man to alter his judgement upon better information ; be- 
sides it was done long ago, and when the King (whose 
vertues I did not then so perfectly understand) governed 
without any controul, which was the time that I took the 
better to shew my conscience and courage, to oppose 
that power which was the highest, but had I truly known 
the King, | must confesse with sorrow, I should not 
have compared him to Nero, the most wicked of the 
Roman Emperors, (as I did in that book,) for loving of 
Stage-playes; nor have given the Queen those bitter 
and cruell words of whore and strumpet, for playing a 
part in Mr. Montague's Pastorall, but I have suffered 
for that long ago, and am now ready to suffer, in dis- 
charging my conscience, under what power so ever is now 
set up to Martyr me. 

But that Plays are lawful things, and are to be allow- 
ed as recreations for honest men, I need not quote many 
authors to prove it, it will serve the turn if I do but tell 
you that many good men have been authors of Comedies 
and Tragedies, and many of them Christians, (Bucha- 
non, Grotius, Hensius, Barclaius,) there are also many 
ancient Comedians and Tragedians among the Hea- 
then, which were men of no ill note, (Wenander, So- 
phocles, Aeschylus, Euripides, Aristoplanes, Terentius, 
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Plautus, Seneca,) and whereas I did quote many Fathers 
and other ancient Christian authorities against Stage- 
playes, I confess I was not perfectly advised in all the cir- 
cumstances belonging to them, being not such Plays as 
were written and acted in England of late, for the Recrea- 
tion of our most gracious King and Queen, and many. of 
their best friends: and therefore distinctions ought to be 
used in those cases ; forall Plays are not of one nature, and 
vertues, magnanimity, chastity, sobriety, temperance, 
justice, modesty, goodness, &c. may be taught in Plays, 
and many men have been made the better for seeing of 
them. And whereas divers objections have been made 
against Stage-playes, for that many of them are profane, 
many of them have swearing and blasphemy in them, 
many of them have cozening, cheating, legerdemain, 
fraud, deceit, jugglings, impostures, and other lewd 
things, which may teach young people evil things, and 
corrupt good maners, I do also myself speak against such 
Playes, and will not at all maintain them, much lesse 
would I be content to suffer in such a cause as that were. 
But that honest Playes may be tolerated, and not to be 
forbidden by any Army under heaven, I do maintain be- 
fore all the world. It is true that some have objected 
to Stage-playes, that there is an unlawfull thing used in 
them, which is against a place in the Old Testament, 
(and is urged by Dr. Reinolds, and other reverend men 
against Playes,) namely, that men or boyes do wear the 
apparel of women, being expressly forbidden in the 
Text. Tothis -I answer, first, that if this be all, itis a 
fault may be easily amended; and we may do in England, 
as they do in France, Italy, Spaine, and other places, 
where those that play womens parts are women indeed ; 
and so there [be] no offence against that place. But 
then again it may be objected, That that is more wanton 
than if boyes acted womens parts, and more apt to en- 
gender loose thoughts ; and I myself am of that opinion, 
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And therefore do desire rather to maintain that tenent 
[tenet], That mens putting on of womens apparel is not 
again [against] the Scripture in a plain and ordinary 
sence ; for it had a farther meaning, as one of the Rab- 
bies affirms; for it was a custom of men in those days, 
when they prayed to Rimmon, who was Mars, that they 
put on womens apparel, to seem like Venus, and so to 
please that false god ; and women, when they prayed to 
Ashtaroth, who was Venus, put on men’s apparel, to 
seem like to Mars, and so to please that goddesse, and 
therefore I think, because this scruple is satisfied, I may 
conclude that good Plays, which are not profane, lewd, 
bad, blasphemous, or ungodly, may be acted; and that 
this wicked and tyrannical Army ought not to hinder, to 
impede, let, prohibit, or forbid the acting of them ; which 
I dare maintain to all the world; for I was never afrayd 
to suffer in a good cause.” 


Prynne’s political enemies have regarded the above 
Tract as a perfect Jonne-louche, whilst the sup- 
porters of Stage-performances have hailed it with 
triumphant exultation. It is, however, neither more 
nor less than a direct forgery, coloured, it is true, by 
an attempt to imitate Prynne’s style and manner, but 
altogether failing in its object by making admissions 
which that writer never could have contemplated, 
since they involved both the consistency of his opi- 
nions, and the integrity of his character. 

«‘ Had I truly known the King,” says the Tract, 
speaking in Prynne’s name, ‘‘ I must own with sor- 
row, I should not have compared him to Nero,—nor 
have given his Queen those litter and cruell words of 
whore and strumpet, for playing a part in Mr. Mon- 
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tague’s Pastorall :’"—Now the latter were the very 
charges brought against him inthe Star-Chamber, by 
a forced and unwarrantable construction of certain 
passages in his Histrio-mastix, which, in reality, are 
by no means susceptible of such a strained interpre- 
tation. Of this fact the reader will be convinced by 
the following extracts, which include the passages in 
question. © 

In his ‘ Epistle Dedicatory’ to the Histrio-mastia, 
Prynne states that long before that period, namely, 
1633, the date of the work, he had conceived an in- 
tention of writing against Stage-Plays, and that the 
increasing number of Play-houses, and Play-haunters, 
induced him to fulfil his design. Speaking of his 
original intent, he says, 

«For which purpose about 7 years since, recollecting 
those Play-condemning passages which I had met with 
in the Fathers and other Authors, I digested them into 
one entire written discourse, which having since that 
time enlarged beyond its intended Bulk, because I saw 
the number of Players, Play-books, Play-haunters, and 
Play-houses, still increasing, there being above forty 
thousand Play-books printed within these two yeares 
(as Stationers informe mee) they being now more ven- 
dible than the choycest Sermons ; two olde Play-houses 
[The Fortune and Red Bull, |] being also lately reedified, 
enlarged, and one new Theatre erected [White Friers 
Play-house] the multitude of our London Play-haunters 
being so augmented now, that all the ancient Divils 
Chappels (for so the Fathers style all Play-houses) being 
five in number are not sufficient to contain their troopes, 
whence we see a sixth now added to them ; whereas 
even in vitious Nero his raigne there were but three 
standing Theatres in Pagan Rome (though farre more 
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spacious than our Christian London) and those three too 
many: Hereupon I first commended it, being thus 
augmented, to the Licencer, and from him unto the 
Presse :’—* 

The second extract is from the body of the work, 
(pp. 214, 215,) where the impropriety of female acting 
is discussed, and the passage itself is referred to in 
the index by the remarkable phrase, ‘ Women actors, 
notorious whores.’ 

—‘‘If now any object that it is farre better, farre more 
commendable for Boyes to act in Womans attire, than to 
bring woman-Actors on the Stage to personate female 
parts ; a practice much in use in former times among the 
Greekes and Romans, who had their Mime, their Sce- 
nice mulieres, or woman-Actors (who were all noto- 
rious impudent prostituted Strumpets) especially in 
their Floralian Enterludes; as they have now their 
female-Players in Italy, and other forraigne parts, and 
as they had such French-women Actors ina Play not long 
ago [In Michael-Terme, 1629] personatedin Black-friers 
Play-house, to which there was great resort,” &c.— 

It will be readily conceded by the unprejudiced 
mind, that the expressions in the above paragraphs, 
which were magnified into such gross calumnies, are, 
in verity, nothing more than the plain relation of his- 
torical facts, and in no respect allusive either to 
Charles or his Queen. It is, consequently, in the 
highest degree improbable, that Prynne should ever 
have made those acknowledgements of intentional 
scandal which the ‘ Retractation’ ascribes to him. On 


* It must be remarked, that the names of the Play-houses, 
which are inserted within brackets in the above extract, are 
in Prynne’s book printed in the margin. 
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this point, therefore, the evidence of the forgery is 
almost complete. But we have a yet stronger proof, 
namely, the positive denial of Prynne himself, as 
printed on ‘‘a very large sheet like a posting-bill, or 
rather a posting-bill itself,’ the contents of which 
are thus detailed in the 2d volume of Collier's “ Poe- 
tical Decameron,” p. 321. 


‘* THE VINDICATION 
Of William Prynne, Esq. from some scandalous Papers 
and imputatiens newly printed and published to deduce 
and defame him in his reputation. 

Whereas a scandalous Paper have [has] been newly 
printed and published in my name by some of the impri- 
soned Stage-Players, or agents of the Army, intituled 
Mr. William Prynne, his Defence of Stage-Playes, ora 
Retraction of a former booke of his, called His Trro- 
MASTIX, of purpose to traduce and defame me, I do hereby 
publicly declare to all the world the same to ke a meere 
Forgery and imposture, and that my judgement and opt- 
nion concerning Stage Plays, and the Common Actors 
of them, and their intollerable mischeivousnesse in every 
Christian State, is still the same as I have more amply 
manifested it to be in my Histriomastix, &c. &c. 

WiiiiamM PRYNNE. 

From the King’s Head in the Strand, 

Jan. 10, 1648." 

By comparing a few dates and circumstances, we 
shall be enabled to ascertain almost the exact period 
at which the false * Retractation’ was published. 

In the copy in the Museum, over the date 1649, 
on the title-page, is written in an old hand, ‘Jan. 
10th, 1648 ;” which, probably, has an immediate 
reference to Prynne’s ‘ Vindication. Now, previously 
to the alteration of the Style, in 1752, the new year 
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did not, /egal/y, commence until the 25th of March, 
though it was customary with many, to regard it as 
in modern times, viz. as beginning on the Ist of Ja- 
nuary. Hence, both the ‘ Retractation’ and the reply, 
although issued within a few days of each other, and 
in the same month, (as will soon be shewn) are dated 
in different years: it is curious, that the ‘ Vindica- 
tion’ bears the prior date ; but the date ought, in both 
instances, to have been printed thus,—1] 648-49. 

The false Tract bears internal evidence of having 
been composed after Colonel Pride,—to use the lan- 
guage of the day,—had purged the House of Com- 
mons, which was on the 6th of December, 1648. It 
also mentions the seizure of the Players as a ‘ fresh 
occasion,”’ which had excited the writer’s just indigna- 
tion against the Army which had taken them away 
‘from ther Houses, being met there to discharge the 
duty of their callings.” That event took place on 
New-year's Day, 1648-49, as appears from the fol- 
lowing passage in the ‘“* Moderate Intelligencer,” 
No. 198, from December the 28th, to January the 
Ath, 16 48. 


«‘ Jan. 1. This day the Souldiers seized the Players 
(or bains of civility) in Salisbury Court, and the Cock- 
pit, got some of the Players money, and more from the 
Ladies and Gentlewomen by way of gift to gard them 
safe home.” 


The result is obvious,—for as Prynne'’s * Vindica- 
tion’ is dated on the 10th of January, and the Players 
were arrested on the ist of that month, the ‘ Retrac- 


tation’ must have been published in the intervening, 


period. 
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There is a corroboration of the seizure of tlie 
Players about this time, in Wright’s ‘ Historia His- 
tronica,’ which, after stating that the major part 
went into the King’s Army, on the breaking out of 
the Rebellion, and * like good men and true, serv d 
their old Master, tho’ in a different, yet more honour- 
able capacity,” proceeds thus :— 

‘¢ When the wars were over and the royalists totally 
subdued, most of them who were left alive gathered to 
London, and for a subsistence, endeavoured to revive 
their old Trade privately. They made up one Company 
out of the scattered members of several; and in the 
winter before the King’s murder, 1648, they ventured to 
act some Plays with as much caution and privacy as 
could be, at the Cock-pit. They continued undisturbed 
for three or four days, but at last, as they were present- 
ing thetragedy of the Bloody Brother, a party of Foot- 
Soldiers beset the House, surprized them about the 
middle of the Play, and carried them away in their 
habits, not admitting them to shift, to Hatton-house, 
then a prison, where, having detain’d them some time, 
they plunder’d them of their cloaths and let them loose 
again.” 

It is not, perhaps, generally known that Prynne 
formed the title of his work from the ‘ Histriomas- 
tix, or, the Players Whipped,’ an anonymous Come- 
dy, published in 1610, 4to. 
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